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 Public Accounting 
as a Career
Choosing a Career
The choice of a career is vitally important. It can make a happy life or a dull one. It shoul,d never be left to 
chance. Since everyone can do some things better than 
others, he should choose a field of work where he can do 
the things he does well. In addition, some fields offer bet­
ter opportunities than others at certain times. The wise 
man seeks not only a calling for which he is well fitted but 
also one that is not overcrowded, whose future does not 
lie behind it. The starting salary is unimportant. Where 
he can be in five or ten years is what the beginner should 
try to foresee.
Vocational information is generally available today to 
all who seek it. Business and professional leaders as well 
as educators are deeply interested in helping men find the 
right work. They know only too well the tremendous waste 
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that results from trial-and-error methods of fitting men to 
jobs, whereas everyone gains when round pegs are put into 
round holes.
The responsibility of choice, however, rests upon the 
job-seeker himself. Vocational counsellors can only help 
him to help himself. He needs first of all to take stock of 
his own abilities, by reviewing his school and college rec­
ord, thinking about his hobbies, taking aptitude tests, 
seeking the candid opinion of people who know him — 
parents, teachers, friends. Then he should set himself to 
find out enough about various professions and callings to 
decide which one offers him the best opportunity. That 
he can do by reading books and pamphlets like this one 
and by talking with men and women who know different 
kinds of work.
Public Accounting a Field to Consider
Public accounting is a field well worth considering to­
day. It gives opportunities both for professional distinction 
and for earnings fully equal to those offered in law, medi­
cine, engineering or any other profession. What is more, 
the field is young and not yet crowded. The profession of 
public accounting does not offer “soft jobs.” It sets high 
standards of integrity and industry. But any man who 
shows aptitude for it and who adds to the necessary tech­
nical training the qualities of initiative, ability, and leader­
ship will have unusual opportunities to win recognition. 
As he shows capacity to take on larger responsibilities he 
will find ample room to advance.
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Accounting a Major Factor 
in Business
The work of accounting has been described as the me­
dium by which management tells stockholders, employees, 
creditors, the government, and the general public how the 
funds entrusted to a business are safeguarded and used. 
It sets down in orderly fashion in books of account a re­
liable record of all transactions. Then it interprets the 
record, revealing the financial condition of the business 
and the amount of gain or loss in a particular period of 
operation. The importance of this two-fold function today 
becomes clearly evident from even a slight acquaintance 
with the business world.
When enterprises were small and their capital was 
furnished by the proprietors or owners, who were also the 
managers, the role of accounting was minor. It was then 
necessary only that the heads of a business should be able 
to satisfy themselves as to the financial results of their 
operations. At present, on the other hand, business is 
conducted largely by corporations, whose capital is sup­
plied by stockholders and bondholders. Very few of these 
“owners” have any part in managing the enterprise in 
which they have invested their funds. To keep informed 
they must rely upon accounting reports, which must be 
not only accurate and complete but often very detailed. 
The transition from privately financed business to publicly 
financed business has given more and more prominence 
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to accounting, which now has one of the major roles in 
business operation, along with production and selling. The 
transition has also brought the swift development of a new 
profession, that of public accounting.
The Public Accountant
The public accountant is a specialist in financial matters 
who offers his services to the public on a fee basis, much 
as do physicians and lawyers. Company records must 
be accurate and complete, and must be so presented as to 
give a comprehensive picture of the business. Investors 
and creditors must haye confidence in the records and the 
fairness of this picture. Their confidence is strengthened 
when financial records and statements are checked and 
analyzed by independent outside judgment. The public 
accountant renders this service. He has not only intimate 
knowledge of accounting technique but also familiarity 
with the practices of other companies, and what is more 
important, an attitude of strict independence. He thus 
fills an indispensable place in the business community, 
since he contributes something which every organization 
requires but which none can provide for itself.
Range of Work
The work of a public accountant may range from rou­
tine checking of the simple records of an individual or a 
small firm to interpretation of the intricate affairs of a 
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vast consolidated enterprise. His engagements may include 
not only the examination of accounting records as the 
basis for expressing his opinion of a company’s financial 
statements, but investigations to determine if payments 
were made in accordance with the provisions of a royalty 
agreement, or if costs were properly accumulated under 
the terms of a contract; the preparation of income tax 
returns or of protests against proposed assessments of 
additional income taxes; the installation of accounting 
systems; the study of historical and prospective earning 
power relative to the purchase or sale of a business; ad­
vice in connection with practically all forms of business 
decisions. There seems to be no> limit to the types of 
financial problems which are presented to professional ac­
countants by clients.
Range of Clients
Among these clients will be numbered primarily repre­
sentatives of all forms of private business, such as manu­
facturing, merchandising, mining, farming, banking, stock 
brokerage, insurance, transportation, and utilities. In addi­
tion, there will be non-profit associations, such as clubs and 
hospitals; municipal and other governmental units; special 
legal entities, such as estates and trusts; individuals with 
problems involving taxes and other financial matters. In 
a large office all these types of clients may be represented. 
Even in the smaller office the clientele is likely to include 
a wide variety of situations and problems. Each engage­
ment involves a different set of facts, with new problems
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and presenting a new challenge. In no other business or 
profession, indeed, is the breadth of experience compar­
able to that in public accounting.
Demands of the Profession
Work such as this calls for sound judgment and high 
integrity, as well as thorough training. Public accountants 
must have a technical education that fits them to pass 
judgment intelligently on the application of accounting 
principles to specific transactions. With the rapid growth 
of the corporate form of management, and the increasingly 
complex relationships between business and government, 
great responsibility has been placed upon the members of 
the profession in connection with questions of utilizing 
and administering resources, of taxation, of investment. 
The public accountant must develop ability to analyze 
complicated problems and find solutions. He must learn 
to discriminate between significant and insignificant de­
tails. He must be able to express the results of his analysis 
clearly in speech and writing. Since much of his work in­
volves discussion with the leaders of the enterprises which 
he serves, he must be qualified to meet highly trained busi­
ness executives on an equal basis.
Most of all, the public accountant must be independent 
in thought and action. This is indeed his distinguishing 
characteristic. When he is asked to examine the records 
of a company, what is desired is his independent opinion 
as to the reliability and completeness of the financial state- 
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ments prepared from these records. The Securities and 
Exchange Commission, which regulates security selling 
throughout the United States, requires a company wishing 
to offer securities to the public to file with the Commission 
financial statements that are accompanied by the opinion 
of an independent public accountant. Similarly, the New 
York Stock Exchange and other stock exchanges require 
each listed company to submit to its stockholders annual 
financial statements, with the opinion of an independent 
public accountant accompanying them.
Rewards — Opportunities
The level of compensation paid to men in the public 
accounting field is in proportion to these unusual respon­
sibilities. It compares favorably with that in any of the 
professions. Partners in firms of certified public account­
ants frequently command incomes equal to those of leading 
business executives. The salaries of responsible assistants 
are substantial. Most public accounting firms are con­
stantly watching for men on their staffs who are capable 
of taking on supervisory duties and one day becoming 
partners.
Building One’s Own Business
Moreover, opportunities are not limited to service with 
existing accounting firms. Conditions are definitely favor­
able for a qualified young certified public accountant to 
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open his own professional office, after a period of ex­
perience with existing firms. The reason is that the un­
developed field for the public accountant is very great. 
While the war has emphasized the importance of his service 
for enterprises of every type and size, it is doubtful if this 
service has been utilized as yet by more than one out of 
three among smaller concerns. This fact, that the unde­
veloped field consists chiefly of smaller organizations, offers 
a distinct opportunity to the young practitioner opening 
his own office. He can get a start with small clients, whose 
work he can handle more easily than that of larger com­
panies. Then, as the quality of his service wins attention, 
larger clients are attracted.
Aside from financial rewards, the exercise of indepen­
dent judgment (which the work of the public accountant 
involves) contributes greatly to the pride and satisfaction 
of the public accountant in his calling.
Openings in Other Fields
A point not to be overlooked, moreover, by a young 
man who is planning his future is this: experience in 
public accounting may also open the road to success in 
other realms of business activity. There is the wide field 
of private accounting, employment with an industrial or 
commercial company. Opportunities to enter this field, 
with the prospect of working up to the position of con­
troller or treasurer, come more and more often to men in 
public accounting offices. In addition, the work of the 
public practitioner brings intimate knowledge, not only 
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of the financial affairs and methods of administration of 
business organizations but also of their manufacturing, 
selling, and other operations. As a result, executive open­
ings in other departments often present themselves to the 
public accountant who has shown his capacity for analysis 
and his soundness of judgment. Indeed, since the executive 
who directs the destinies of a business must have the ca­
pacity to analyze its financial phases, there is now a ten­
dency to select as heads of large enterprises men who have 
had a broad training in accounting.
Back in August, 1937, even before the vast wartime 
vogue of aviation as a career, Walter P. Chrysler, head of 
the Chrysler Corporation, gave this shrewd advice to 
young men, with reference to aviation and accountancy 
as avenues to business success:
“Aviation, as you say, is a developing industry, but 
from what I can hear, there are scores of youngsters 
after every job it has to offer. Why don’t you get your­
self into a field that gives you a chance to discover all 
sorts of chances, in or out of aviation? You know this 
country is filled with developing industries. And there 
are lots of chances. You simply want to make yourself 
smart enough to recognize them before the other fellow 
does. If I were you, I’d qualify myself for accountancy. 
I’d become an accountant. Young accountants are sent 
around by their firms to audit the books of companies 
everywhere. They have a skill that makes them mighty 
valuable in business, indispensable. They often get 
chances to go to work for companies whose books they 
have audited.”
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General Conditions 
of Public Accounting Work
The organization of an accountant’s office includes as a 
rule the principal, or the partners in the case of a firm, 
and a number of assistants known as staff accountants, 
perhaps two or three, perhaps many more. While there 
are many public accountants who practice individually, 
without assistants, undertaking relatively small engage­
ments, a great part of the public accounting work today 
is done by firms, employing assistants whose number may 
run to several hundreds. Some public accounting firms, 
including large ones, have only one office and primarily a 
local practice. Other firms, having a nation-wide practice, 
maintain offices in principal cities throughout the country.
Strenuous but Stimulating
A man who is looking forward to an easy life when he 
leaves college, or who does not like to face new situa­
tions, should avoid the accounting profession. To achieve 
success requires, as in any profession, long periods of 
tedious work, constant alertness, continued study and 
research. In addition, the staff accountant may find it 
necessary to work many hours overtime during certain 
periods of the year or to accept out-of-town assignments 
that may interfere with personal plans. He will not be 
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doing the same work every day or be in the same place 
the year around. His working hours will not be from 9 
to 5 each day with lunch from 12 to 1. Most of his work 
is performed in clients’ offices. He goes from one client 
to another and his duties are likely to involve traveling. 
His assignment may be only a few hours from his own 
office or it may be in a distant part of the United States 
or, for that matter, in a foreign country.
Like all professional men, the public accountant is at 
the service of his clients. If unusual demands are made 
upon him, he endeavors to meet them, whatever the effort 
involved. His working hours, his location, and the nature 
of his work will vary widely. Arduous periods of overtime 
may be necessary. When there is some reason why an en­
gagement must be completed on a certain date, regular 
hours mean no more to the public accountant than they 
do to the doctor attempting to limit the spread of an epi­
demic or to alleviate the suffering of his patients. On oc­
casion it may be imperative to work “around the clock” 
to get a report ready for a scheduled meeting. On the other 
hand, at times there will be a lapse of several hours or 
several days between assignments. It is the general practice 
of accounting firms either to compensate staff members 
for extra time or to grant them additional vacation periods 
equivalent to the overtime worked. The traveling expenses 
of staff members are paid, of course, either by their firm 
or by the client.
Even the junior accountant, however, senses instinc­
tively his independent status as he engages in work at the 
office of a client. He is not a mere clerk. He is looked upon 
13
as a member of a profession, already carrying professional 
responsibilities.
Personnel — Classification 
and Responsibilities
Professional accountants are generally classified according 
to experience and responsibility as follows:
Staff members:
1. Junior accountant.
2. Semi-senior or senior assistant accountant.
3. Senior accountant.
4. Supervisor, supervising senior, managing senior or 
manager.
Principal or partner.
There is no definite line of demarcation between the 
duties and responsibilities of staff members as advancement 
is made from one rank to the next, but for convenience 
their duties and potentialities may be summarized accord­
ing to the classification given above.
Junior Accountant
The beginner with a technical background of account­
ing knowledge requires about three years’ experience in 
the capacity of junior accountant, although some men 
progress more rapidly. During this period he works in 
close association with more experienced men. He usually 
accompanies a senior accountant on an engagement and 
performs detailed work under the senior’s direction. In 
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the early part of his training his work is minutely outlined 
for him; his success depends upon his ability to combine 
discrimination with good workmanship. His duties are 
often of a routine and uninteresting nature, but personal 
familiarity with them is absolutely necessary as a founda­
tion. This detailed routine work is an. important element 
of the audit. The beginner must acquire a full appreciation 
of its significance before he is qualified to discharge more 
responsible duties and direct intelligently the work of 
other men. As the junior accountant progresses, he is given 
added opportunity to exercise initiative, but throughout 
this early training stage his efforts are closely supervised.
Semi-Senior Accountant
Following the status of junior is that of a semi-senior ac­
countant. On an engagement where several assistants are 
assigned the semi-senior, because of longer experience, 
performs the more responsible detail work. He conducts 
certain phases of more important engagements largely on 
his own initiative, although under the direction of a senior 
accountant whom he may frequently consult. He also may 
be entrusted with small engagements under the general 
supervision of a more experienced man. At this stage in 
a staff member’s development the ability to exercise sound 
judgment and formulate constructive ideas becomes vital.
At the end of his service as a semi-senior, which may 
extend over two years or more, the accountant has con­
cluded what may be called his training period. He may 
now capitalize, in a variety of ways, the knowledge which
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he has gained. If he should prefer to leave professional 
accounting, his experience should enable him to qualify 
for employment, perhaps in a minor executive position, 
with an industrial, commercial, or governmental organiza­
tion. If he prefers to remain in public accounting practice, 
he is now prepared to accept important responsibilities 
and to perform valuable service.
Senior Accountant
When the semi-senior has obtained sufficient experience 
to conduct average-size engagements under the general 
direction of a supervisor or partner, he is designated as a 
senior accountant. While usually he will be in charge of 
only one engagement at a time, during the course of a 
year he may direct the work of ten to twenty engagements. 
He guides and reviews the work of his assistants, performs 
the more important audit work, discusses problems with 
the client’s officials, and writes the audit report. He grad­
ually develops readiness and sureness in analyzing prob­
lems without assistance, and carrying out in detail the 
general instructions given him. His progress as a senior 
accountant will be in proportion to his technical ability 
coupled with an aptitude for writing reports in clear, con­
cise, and correct English and for developing pleasant and 
mutually satisfactory relations with other men. In dealing 
with clients and handling staff assistants he has constant 
opportunity to demonstrate executive powers. The respon­
sibility placed upon him makes his work stimulating and 
attractive. He is now ready for a more important part in 
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the organization and can look forward to advancement 
to the rank of supervisor, or if the firm which employs him 
is a small one, to a partnership.
Supervisor or Manager
A supervising accountant or manager directs the work of 
a number of senior accountants under the general direc­
tion of the members of the firm. Positions of this character 
in any office are of course relatively few, being dependent 
entirely on the size of the staff and the number of engage­
ments handled. In a firm that enjoys a large practice, 
however, it is customary to have several supervisors or 
managers, whose function it is to oversee the work of the 
staff generally. The supervisor’s duties include consulta­
tion with the client as to the services to be performed, 
planning the work of the particular engagement, keeping 
in close contact with the senior accountant and the client’s 
officials as to accounting or tax problems that may arise 
during the course of the engagement, making a final de­
cision in cases when serious questions of the application 
of accounting principles develop. When the engagement 
is completed, the supervisor reviews in detail both the 
working papers and the report and discusses the final 
report with the client. He is available also for consultation 
with clients regarding accounting, tax, financial, and other 
business problems. A supervisor, in effect, acts as a liaison 
officer between the staff accountants and the partners, and 
is generally the first in line to receive an invitation to join 
the firm when the proper opportunity comes.
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Principal or Partner
The duties of a principal or partner vary according to 
the size of the organization. He has general direction of 
the work of supervisors and may directly supervise and 
review the work of seniors on certain engagements. The 
partners or principals are responsible for negotiations with 
clients, general direction of the staff, decisions as to all 
matters of policy, and final approval of all reports rendered 
by the firm. They direct the executive functions of the 
organization and are responsible for its success.
Remuneration
Beginning salaries in public accounting compare favorably 
with those in other professions. During recent years they 
have been within the range of $1200 to $1800 depending 
upon the current wage level in the locality in which the 
men are employed. One of the attractions of public ac­
counting is that it offers reasonable assurance of responsi­
bility and compensation in proportion to the contribution 
of the individual in effort and ability. Generally speaking, 
staff men have the possibility of earning up to $10,000 
per annum, although as in other professions, not everyone 
reaches this level of compensation. At the higher levels 
the compensation is frequently based on a profit sharing 
or junior partnership arrangement. Few partners or prin­
cipals in successful practice earn less than $10,000 a year 
and many have incomes of more than $25,000, some ex- 
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ceeding $50,000. As partners or principals their incomes 
are dependent upon the organization and reputation they 
are able to create.
The following quotation is taken from an article by 
Roy Helton in the August 1940 issue of Harpers Magazine. 
The article is entitled “Born in 1921,” and considers the 
question of choosing a career.
“The average net incomes of physicians and lawyers 
and of certified public accountants are all in the same 
range — around four thousand dollars a year — cer­
tified [public] accountants having somewhat the edge 
on the other two professions.”
Requirements for Success 
in the Profession
The qualifications looked for in young men seeking en­
trance into the accounting profession fall into two distinct 
groups: first, those relating to personal characteristics and 
aptitudes and, second, those pertaining to technical ability 
and attainments.
Personal Traits
The personal characteristics and aptitudes listed on the 
following page are in some measure necessary for attaining 
success in any capacity in the business world. In the field 
of public accounting they are indispensable:
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1. High moral character.
2. Imagination, initiative, and perseverance.
3. Pleasing personality.
4. General cleanliness and smartness of appearance.
5. Self-assurance and willingness to accept responsi­
bility.
6. Ability to talk and write effectively.
7. Tact in dealing with others.
8. Qualities of leadership.
9. Professional sense of service.
Imagination, initiative, and perseverance have been 
given a prominent position in the above list because with­
out those inherent traits a successful career in professional 
accounting is impossible.
Technical Background—Preparation
In addition to the attributes mentioned above, the em­
ploying accountant of today expects men to have a tech­
nical background, a sound training in accounting and 
related subjects. Obviously, this basic training will include 
first of all a thorough study of theory and practice of ac­
counting, cost accounting, and auditing. If possible, it 
should include some of the more specialized subjects 
which schools of accounting now offer to students, par­
ticularly taxation, systems, governmental accounting, and 
CPA coaching. The basic training will also include the 
study of commercial law.
In addition, the future practitioner needs to have some 
knowledge of economics, finance, insurance, industrial or­
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ganization, and business practice; His training in English 
should be comprehensive and thorough, since his profes­
sional duties require him to talk and write effectively. As 
a foundation, on which to build such a program of study 
and training, a broad college education which includes 
an understanding of the physical sciences, foreign lan­
guages, geography, history, and literature is most desirable.
It is sometimes possible for well-educated men who 
have not specialized in accounting in school or college 
to obtain positions with public accounting firms. However, 
beginners without the required technical knowledge of 
accounting will find it necessary to take correspondence 
courses or attend night schools for the study of accounting 
subjects, and during this period of learning their progress 
in their calling is likely to be retarded.
The CPA Requirement
An essential to advancement in public accounting is the 
certified public accountant certificate issued by the state, 
on the basis of an examination that tests proficiency in the 
field of accounting and commercial law. Each state has 
its own laws governing the issuance of this certificate, and 
the laws of the various states differ somewhat as to aca­
demic and experience requirements. In every instance, 
however, they restrict the issuance of certificates to those 
who have successfully completed a written examination. 
The examination generally extends over a period of two 
or three days and is held semi-annually. Tests are given 
in practical accounting, theory of accounts, auditing, and 
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commercial law. Examinations prepared by the American 
Institute of Accountants have been accepted by 42 states 
for use in the tests.
As to academic background, in most states a high­
school graduate is permitted to take the examination. This 
minimum scholastic requirement, however, is gradually 
being changed to one that calls for college graduation or 
at least college study. The states of New York and New 
Jersey, pioneers in this matter, require graduation from 
a college recognized as offering an approved course of 
study. A number of states have laws which encourage col­
lege study in preparation for the certificate, by providing 
that such study may be accepted in reduction of the re­
quired years of experience in accounting practice.
As to the amount of practical experience required be­
fore a candidate can take the CPA examination, or before 
a CPA certificate will be issued, the state laws differ. Some 
practical experience in either the professional or com­
mercial field is usually required before entrance to the ex­
amination. A total of from two to six years experience in 
public accounting is usually a prerequisite to receiving the 
certificate.
A young man who intends to enter the accounting 
profession should investigate the CPA law of the state in 
which he resides or the state in which he expects to practice.
Accounting Societies
The certified public accountants in the United States now 
number more than 25,000. They constitute an important 
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element in the nation’s economic, social, and political life. 
They are organized in professional societies, national and 
state-wide in scope, which have rigidly enforced rules of 
professional ethics and which play an important part in 
the improvement of professional procedures and the de­
velopment of objective standards in accounting and audit­
ing. These professional bodies are a source of constant 
stimulus and aid to members of the profession. The public 
recognition which has come to it has been due in large 
measure to the work of these organizations in representing 
the certified public accountant before legislative bodies, 
governmental agencies, stock exchanges, organizations of 
bankers and credit men, bar associations, and business, 
financial, and trade groups generally. Through these so­
cieties, moreover, the accountant, wherever he may be 
located, keeps in active touch with the progress of his 
profession.
The American Institute of Accountants, the national 
organization of certified public accountants, has a mem­
bership of more than 9,000. The state societies of certified 
public accountants have well-organized programs for the 
development of the profession, and cooperate closely with 
the national organization. Their membership includes ap­
proximately 15,000 certified public accountants.
Women are gaining a place of increasing importance 
in public accounting. There are almost 300 women certi­
fied public accountants in the United States today. Many 
of them hold membership in the American Institute of 
Accountants, and they have also a national organization 
of their own, the American Woman’s Society of Certified 
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Public Accountants, which first came into being in 1933.
In fields of accounting other than public accounting 
there are a number of active and influential organizations, 
such as the National Association of Cost Accountants, the 
Controllers Institute of America, and the Institute of In­
ternal Auditors. A leading national organization whose 
activities are devoted chiefly to teaching and research prob­
lems is the American Accounting Association. Its member­
ship includes teachers of accounting in colleges, public 
accountants, and accountants engaged in private and gov­
ernmental work.
There is also a national accounting fraternity, Beta 
Alpha Psi, which has 18 chapters located at various uni­
versities throughout the country. Its active membership 
is elected from accounting students who achieve high 
scholastic grades in accounting and other courses. Its hon­
orary members are elected by active chapters from certi­
fied public accountants or other prominent accountants.
During the strenuous years of the nation’s war effort 
the public accounting profession has been under constant 
call from all branches of business and from many agencies 
of the government for services which no other group of 
citizens could render. In the postwar period, as a result 
of the record already made, the responsibilities of the 
profession will in all probability become even greater. 
Young men of initiative, industry, high moral standards, 
mental keenness, and independence may find in this strong 
and rapidly growing profession the opportunity for valu­
able, interesting service, with commensurate rewards, for 
which they are seeking.
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